Petit mal epilepsy: a review and integration of recent information.
Petit mal (absence) epilepsy remains one of the most enigmatic of neurological disorders, and there is no widely accepted theory of its etiology. This review covers some of the current issues concerned with the disorder, including treatment and prognosis, neurochemical research, behavioral and psychophysiological effects of wave-spiked discharges, and EEG studies of seizure control. With respect to treatment, although effective drug therapy (valproic acid, ethosuximide) exists for the "pure" form of absence epilepsy, other forms, in which there is an admixture of grand mal seizures, are less amenable to pharmacotherapy. Moreover, the frequency of fatal hepatic toxicity following valproic acid therapy has been estimated at 1 in 20,000. With respect to prognosis, follow-up studies indicate that many patients do not outgrow the disorder but continue to suffer absence seizures well into adulthood. In recent years, there has been considerable research on the neurochemical basis of absence epilepsy. Current theories, including those that implicate gamma-aminobutyric acid, catecholamines, and "endogenous" epileptogens, are summarized; and requirements for an experimentally induced animal model of absence epilepsy are discussed. The majority of behavioral studies of the disorder have concerned the effects of petit mal-type discharges on sensory and cognitive processes. Some of these studies are reviewed; and recent work bearing on these issues, involving event-related brain potentials, is presented. Our review concludes with a discussion of research aimed at the development of electrophysiologically based approaches to the reduction of seizure frequency in patients with absence epilepsy.